254	ECONOMIC HISTORY
gain of both the trades '; and partly it was inspired by fear
of the social consequences entailed in diverting the course
of trade from its normal channels—it would either throw
out of employment the local cloth-workers who dressed the
cloth or force them to migrate to other districts. The
Shrewsbury drapers seized the opportunity afforded them
by this decision to appropriate the whole trade in Welsh
cloth to members of their corporation, and to exclude all
other inhabitants in Shrewsbury from a share in the trade l.
Eventually different views prevailed. The Privy Council
rescinded its decision in 1621; and three years later an Act
confirmed the right of free trade in Welsh cloth 2.
The organization of foreign trade on the basis of chartered
companies served to focus, and to some extent to obscure,
the conflict between London and the provinces. It is
evident that if there had been no companies London, as the
wealthiest city in the kingdom, would still have taken the
leading share in foreign trade, and the jealousy of the out-
ports would have found expression in other directions. The
struggle over the companies, while it involved in its sequel
fundamental issues of free trade, drew its vitality from the
efforts of the provinces to maintain an independent economic
existence, and not from doctrinaire appeals to natural right.
This hypothesis is strengthened when we examine the
relations which prevailed between the London Company and
the provincial branches. The Merchant Adventurers were
not confined to London : " The Fellowship account it their
honour . . . that they are no Company of one city, town or
borough, but a national corporation . . . dispersed all over
the kingdom " a. They embraced York, Hull, Newcastle,
1 The privilege of buying and selling Welsh cloth at Shrewsbury had
been confined to members of the Drapers' Company by the Act of 1566, but
the Act was repealed in 1572, and * all other inhabitants ' of Shrewsbury
were admitted to the traded Statutes, iv. part i. 489, 603. See infra,
Appendix, p. 498, No. i.
* Acts of the Privy Council, 1613-1614, pp. 9, 34-40, 51, 198, 310, 351;
State Papers Domestic, 1619-1623, p. 274; Tudor and Stuart Proclamations
(ed. Steele), i. No. 1314 ; Statutes, iv. part ii. 1218. "At the last conven-
tion of Parliament [1621] . . . a bill passed both Houses whereby . . . the
trade [was] left free without any restrictions to persons or places " ; this
occasioned an order of the Privy Council " for setting the trade altogether
free " ; Acts of the Privy Council, 1621-1623, P« 264. See also ibid. 1619-
1621, pp. 56-59. "9, 396.	3 Veneris (1662), 2.

